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On the Use of Galvanism in the Treatment of Certain Forms of
Insanity.* By JOSEPHWIGLESWOKTH,M.D.Lond., Rain-
hill Asylum.

The question of the value of electricity in the treatment of
insanity is one concerning which much difference of opinion
appears to prevail, although there seems to be a more or less
general idea that it is, or ought to be, of some service. We
every now and then read of cases which have progressed to
recovery under the application of this agent, but, as far as one
can judge from published records, very little has hitherto been
done in this country to study the question at all thoroughly or
systematically.

Germany, as usual, is ahead of us in this respect, and the
readers of the " Journal of Mental Science " will have seen occa

sional abstracts of laborious work done in this direction with
out perhaps feeling that their ideas on the subject have become
much more luminous.

Fourteen years ago Dr. Newth t reported a series of fifteen
cases in which galvanization of the head was tried, in several
of which much benefit appeared to result ; and, more recently,!
the same author has again advocated this form of treatment.
Dr. Robertson Â§has also recorded a case of insanity of seven
years' standing which recovered under the use of galvanism.

We have lately|| been indebted to Dr. de Watteville for
some much needed instruction as to the best method of ap
plying the current, and I am personally under obligations to
this author for kindly furnishing me with information on this
point.

There seems to be the more need for a thorough examination
of the question, as of late years the improvement in medical
batteries, and the introduction of apparatus for measuring the
strength of the current, have, for the first time, rendered it
possible to approach the subject in something like a scientific
manner.

It was with the view of testing the value of electricity in the
light of these more recent advances that the few observations
I have the honour of laying before you were undertaken, and I
can only regret that they are not nearly so numerous as I could
have wished.

* Paper read at the Psychology Section of the British Medical Association,
August, 1887.t "Journal of Mental Science," April, 1873. i Ibid., Oct., 1884.

Â§Ibid., April, 1884. || Ilnd., January, 1885.
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I am very hopeful, however, that the addition of facts by
other speakers will enable us to see our way more clearly than
before.

Previous to proceeding, however, to the actual narration of
cases, it is necessary to make some general remarks as to the
form of electricity and kind of apparatus employed. For much
useful information on the subject I am indebted to Dr. de
Watteville's admirable little work on " Medical Electricity."

My experience in the matter has been confined to the use of
the continuous current or galvanism. The battery selected was
one of fifty LeclanchÃ©cells, which gave fairly satisfactory re
sults. It was fitted with a dial collector for bringing the cells
gradually into action, two being added at a time. I may call
attention here to the fact that one essential point in the selec
tion of a battery is that the current should be capable of very
gradual increase, so as to avoid all sudden changes. For this
purpose it is advisable, if possible, that it should be fitted with
an apparatus for throwing the cells into action one by one.
A contrivance for reversing the poles of the battery without
moving the electrodes is also advisable. But one of the most
important points in a battery is that it should be provided with
an apparatus for measuring accurately the strength of the
currents used.

Dr. de Watteville especially insists upon this, and my own
experience has convinced mo of the necessity of it. Without
it no results can be of scientific value. If anyone is doubtful
on this point, a little practice with a battery fitted with an
absolute galvanometer will suffice to convince him. To begin
with, if a battery is much used, the cells most in action tend
pretty rapidly to diminish in strength, and consequently the
same number of cells will give a different reading week by
week. But more important than this is the fact that the re
sistance to the passage of the current presented by the skin,
always considerable, varies very much in different persons, and
consequently for two given patients, although the same num
ber of cells be used, the actual strength of the current passing
is by no means the same.

Then, again, the resistance of the skin is always greatest
when the application is first commenced, and as this tissue be
comes permeated with moisture it diminishes considerably, so
that to produce a constant strength of current more cells have
to be used in the first instance than may become necessary in a
time which is of very variable duration. Furthermore, from
a failure of some of the connections, or exhaustion of the
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battery, no current whatever may be passing, and yet the
operator, in ignorance of this, may be calmly noting down the
number of cells employed and the effects on the patient ; for
when a person is in a state of stupor it goes without saying
that he cannot describe to us his sensations.

This is not an imaginary occurrence, for it has happened to
me more than once that I have only been made aware of the
fact that no current was passing by the needle of the galvano
meter remaining stationary. The ordinary galvanometer, or
galvanoscope, will indeed indicate whether any current is
passing or not ; but, as Dr. de Watteville points out, the angle
of deflection in it is not proportional to the current, and there
fore for scientific purposes its readings are of no value.

What we require is an absolute galvanometer graduated in
milliampÃ¨res, and with this we can measure accurately the
exact strength of the current used in every instance, and note
it down for future reference. The battery I employed was
fitted with such an instrument, and the current strength used
being in every case recorded in milliampÃ¨res,the data collected
are hence capable of comparison with those of other observers.
The electrodes used in my experiments were the flexible plate
ones, recommended by Dr. de Watteville. Medium sized ones,
3Â£in. x 2^ in., were in the first instance employed, and the
method adopted at the commencement was to apply the cathode
or negative pole to the forehead, and the anode or positive pole
to the nape of the neck. Subsequently, whilst retaining the
anode in the same position and not altering the size of it, I had
a large plate constructed, 6| in. x 5| in., for use as the cathode,
adapted to cover accurately the whole of the vertex of the head.
One practical point to remember here is that these flexible
plates require to be well covered, as eschars are very liable to
form under the point of application, especially at the edge of
the plate, when strong currents are employed. This has, of
course, to be guarded against all the more carefully when the
sensations of the patient operated upon are dulled, as is so
frequently the case with the insane. It is not sufficient, with
strong currents, to cover the plates with a single layer of wash-
leather, for I have several times seen eschars form uuder these
circumstances ; a double layer of this material has, however,
always appeared to afford sufficient protection to the skin.

I shall not waste time in theorizing as to the way in which
galvanism acts on the nervous system, nor on the reasons
which are supposed to furnish indications for the use of either
pole, as authorities appear to differ considerably on the subject,
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and it seems doubtful how far we are treading on safe ground.
There appears to be no doubt, however, that the galvanic
current is capable of producing both powerful stimulating and
sedative effects, according to the manner and duration of its
application, and that it has also great influence on nutrition,
though whether this is exerted directly, or through the medium
of the blood vessels, does not seem certain.

I will now give an account, as brief as possible, of eleven
cases of insanity in which treatment by galvanism in this
manner was given a fair trial. I only include in this series
cases in which more than ten separate applications were made,
for in two or three instances attempts at galvanization had to
be abandoned, owing to the resistance or intolerance of the
patients when the number of sittings had not reached half-a-
dozen, from which consequently it would not be safe to draw
any conclusions.

All the patients were females.

CASE I.â€”E. D., married, Å“t. 23. Mental condition -. Acute
dementia. Patient had a blank expression, was perfectly taciturn,
and sat usually with her head bent forward, taking no notice of any
thing ; she resisted everything that was done for her ; had to be
washed, dressed, and fed, and was dirty in her habits. The cause of
the insanity was parturition, and its duration six weeks previous to
admission. Treatment by galvanization was not commenced until the
patient had been four months in the asylum, so that the case had then
lasted nearly six months without the slightest sign of improvement.
Flexible plate electrodes of medium size, 3| x 2| in., were employed,
the cathode being placed on the forehead, and the anode on the nape
of the neck, and, with a few exceptions, these were the positions main
tained throughout the treatment. A start was made with a current
strength of three milliampures, applied for six minutes, and this was
gradually increased to 25 millianipcrcs for ten minutes, as much as 30
being used on one occasion. The average current strength employed
may be put at 15 milliampÃ¨res, and the time of application ten
minutes. Usually there was a daily sitting, but sometimes a rest was
given of one or more days, so that CO applications, which was the
total number used, were spread over a period of three months. At
first the current did not produce much effect, but as the strength was
increased patient resisted a good deal, and there was a good deal of
flushing of the face. No mental change was, however, noted until
after 27 applications, when patient was observed to be a little brighter.
She would occasionally do a little needlework, and at times answer
" Yes " to questions, in a whisper, tÃ¬hekept, however, dirty in her
habits. A day or two after this she was for one afternoon quite lively,
talking and singing. But little change occurred for another three
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weeks, when patient was described as decidedly brighter, and occupied
with cleaning windows. The improvement thus effected was main
tained, though it progressed in a very gradual manner, and three
months after the galvanization was stopped patient was bright and
industrious, answered questions readily and rationally, and her
memory appeared good. No relapse occurred, and she continued to
progress favourably until her discharge.

In this case, I think, a cure may fairly be claimed for the
treatment, for, though the case was ono which usually termi
nates in recovery, and the age of the patient was distinctly in
her favour, it must be remembered that the case had lasted for
nearly six months without sign of improvement before galvani
zation was commenced, and this certainly appeared to me to
have a distinct influence in arousing the brain from, its lethargy.

CASEII.â€”C. L., set. 15, single. First attack. Melancholic stupor
of mild type. Treatment by galvanization commenced eleven weeks
after the onset of the attack. The flexible plates were applied, as in
the first case, to the forehead and the nape of the neck, the cathode
being on the forehead. A current of 3| milliamperes, applied for five
minutes, was used to begin with, and the strength was gradually
increased to 20; the average may be put at 12 milliamperes for ten
minutes. In all 22 applications were made, which were spread over a
period of six weeks. For the first three weeks no change occurred,
but after this patient gradually became somewhat restless and talka
tive ; she developed, in fact, a mild maniacal attack, from which she
convalesced in about two months after the discontinuance of the
galvanization.

In this case the treatment appeared to be of some benefit,
and seemed to have an effect in changing the type of the
symptoms from melancholia to mild mania. Eighteen months
after her discharge, however, she was readmitted in a condition
similar to that which she presented in the first attack. No
special treatment was resorted to. Her case ran through very
similar phases, and she is now again convalescing.

CASE III.â€”E. P., Å“t.30, widow. Simple melancholia, without
delusions. Patient was very fretful and depressed, wandering up and
down the ward, moaning and groaning, and could not be got to
employ herself in any way. The case had lasted two years previous
to admission, and galvanization was commenced two months subse
quently, no change having at that time taken place in the patient's
symptoms. A large flexible plate (anode), C^ in. by 3^ in., was
applied to the nape of the neck, the medium-sized one (cathode) being
placed on the forehead. Treatment was commenced with five
milliamperes, applied for ten minutes, this strength being gradually
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increased to 14, which was the highest that could be employed, as
patient was throughout very intolerant of the applications. The
average current strength was seven milliarnpÃ¨res, continued for ten
minutes each time. Sixteen sittings only were resorted to, and these
were spread over a period of 23 days. Great and rapid improvement
resulted. When the galvanization wns stopped patient was noted to
be much more cheerful and active, and to be working fairly well. In
three weeks more she was convalescent, and she was discharged the
following month recovered. This patient was seen a few months ago,
nearly two years after her discharge, and she had continued well up
to that time.

In this case there can, I think, be no question of the great
value of the treatment. I do not, of course, assert that recovery
â€¢wouldnot have taken place without it, but when we consider
that the case had lasted upwards of two years before treatment
was commenced, and that the patient was practically well six
weeks after the galvanization was started, this conclusion
seems to be justified. I think, however, that in this case the
benefit derived was as much psychical as physical ; the patient
disliked the applications immensely, and these appeared to act
in a reflex manner by giving the patient the stimulus she
required to make an effort to rouse herself from her lethargy.

CASE IV.â€”M. A. G., set. 44, married. Melancholia of six weeks'

duration. The same sized electrodes were used as in the last case,
the larger one being placed between the scapula? and the other on the
forehead. The current strength employed varied from 4 to 20
milliamperes, 25 being used on one occasion, bnt this caused faint-
ness. The average may be put at 17 milliamperes for ten minutes
each day. Twenty-six applications were used during a period of 27
days, and the treatment was then discontinued on account of a small
eschnr forming on the forehead. At first slight benefit appeared to
result, but this proved only temporary, and no permanent improve
ment ensued. The patient is still an inmate of the asylum, and the
progress of the case has raised a suspicion of general paralysis.

CASE V.â€”E. K., Å“t. 28, married. First attack. Melancholia
agitaus, the result of lactation. Duration, previous to admission,
three weeks; treatment by galvanization commenced two months sub
sequently. Five milliamperes were employed to begin with, gradually
increased to 20, the average being 14 for ten minutes. Twenty-six
applications were used in the course of one month, and the treatment
was then discontinued, as it seemed to be doing more harm than
good. Six months after this the patient began to improve, and she
was discharged recovered five months subsequently, but after this
length of time the recovery could not be in any way attributed to the
galvanization.
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CASEVI.â€”H. C., married, Å“t. 25. Second attack. Melancholia
due to lactation of three months' duration previous to admission ;
treatment by galvanization commenced four months afterwards. In
this case the plates were at first attached to the forehead and nape
of neck as before, but the applications were afterwards varied by
platinatile larger electrode between the scapula;, and the medium-sized
one beneath each ear alternately. The highest current strength
employed was 15 milliamperes, but the average was only seven for
ei<rht minutes The patient, indeed, manifested such great intolerance
ofÂ°thetreatment that this had to be discontinued after 19 applications.
No improvement whatever resulted, and the patient is still an inmate

of the asylum.
CASEVII â€”M. C., KÃŒ.29, married. Melancholia of two weeksduration pre'vious to admission; treatment by galvanization com

menced five months afterwards. The large plateâ€”anodeâ€”wasplaced
on the nape of the neck, and the medium-sized oneâ€”cathodeâ€”on
forehead. Four milliampores were used to begin with, and this
number was increased to 20, 25 being used on a few occasions, the
average current strength being 15 milliamperes for ten minutes.
Thirty-one applications were resorted to, spread over a period of five
weeks. Patient throughout manifested great intolerance of the treat
ment and, as it appeared, if anything, to aggravate the mental distress
and hyperzesthesia, it was discontinued. No improvement has since
resulted, and the case has become chronic.

CASE VIII.â€”M. A. D., Å“t. 33, married. Melancholia, verging
on stupor of one week's duration on admission ; galvanization com
menced two months subsequently. The plates were at first applied as
on previous occasions, but after a few applications the medium-sized
one on the forehead was discontinued, and a very large plate, 6^ X 05
inches adapted to cover the vertex of the head, was applied to this
reo-ion and used as the cathode. Commencing with eight milliamperes
the current strength was gradually increased to 20, and on one
occasion to 25, the average being 15 milliamperes for ten minutes.
The total number of applications was 35, spread over a period of two
months After a month's treatment an improvement set in, which
was continued with a slight intermission ; two months after the
tralvnnization was stopped the patient was convalescent, and she was
discharged the following mouth. In this case the galvanization
appeared to have a distinctly beneficial effect, and the recovery may,
I think, fairly be attributed to it.

CASE IX.â€”M. J., Â»t. 30, single. Melancholic stupor, of six
months' duration previous to admission, three months after which
treatment by galvanization was commenced. The largest flexible
plate was applied, as in the last case, over the vertex of the head, the
smaller one being placed as usual on the nape of the neck or between
the scapulÅ“. A strength of five milliampores was used to begin
with and this was increased to 15; the average being only nine

26XXXIII.
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milliampÃ¨res for ten minutes. Patient showed great intolerance of
the applications, and these had to be discontinued after 17 sittings
on account of a small eschar forming, so that the treatment scarcely
had a fair trial. No improvement whatever resulted, and patient is
still an inmate of the asylum.

CASEX.â€”M. L., Å“t. 27, married. Melancholic stupor of eight
weeks' duration previous to admission ; treatment by galvanization
commenced one month subsequently. The medium-sized flexible
plate (cathode), applied to the forehead, was used for the tÃ¬rst30
applications, but after this the largest plate, covering the whole of
the vertex of the head, was employed for the cathode, the scalp
having been first shaven ; the anode was placed in the usual position
on the nape of the neck. The treatment in this case was spread over
a period of nearly six months, 81 separate applications being made.
A current strength of five milliampÃ¨res was used to begin with, and
this was increased to 35, and on one or two occasions to 40, the
average being 22 milliampÃ¨res. The usual time of application was ten
minutes, but the sitting was continued on several occasions to fifteen
minutes, the average being about 12Â» In addition to the uniform
steady application of the current, " voltaic alternatives " were used
on 32 occasions, that is, the poles of the battery were rapidly reversed
several times in succession ; by this means very powerful shocks can be
transmitted through the head.

In this case the treatment was persevered in for a longer
time, and the current strength employed was greater than in.
any previous case. The result was that the patient's condition

was sensibly ameliorated ; instead of being obstinately taciturn,
and sitting still, taking no notice of anything, she was got to
occupy herself a little in the way of carrying things from ward
to ward, and she would at times answer simple questions ; she
also washed and dressed herself. The treatment was dis
continued on account of a serious falling off in the strength
of the battery, which rendered it for some time practically
useless, and it was not again resumed. The patient retained
the ground she had gained under the use of the galvanization,
but her condition remained quite stationary for a few months
afterwards ; since then she has brightened up gradually, but
still (18 months since treatment was stopped) remains an
inmate of the asylum, and is not, I fear, likely to leave it.
There seems to be no doubt that the galvanization had a
beneficial influence in this case, and I cannot help thinking
that had I been able to continue the treatment longer, and more
particularly to keep on increasing the strength of the current,
a cure might have resulted.

CASE XI.â€”B. N., set. 20, single. First attack. Melancholic



1887.] by JOSEPH WIGLESWORTH,M.D. 393

stupor of mild type, of five weeks' duration. The largest electrode
was fixed on tlie vertex of the head, and the medium-sized one on
the nape of the neck. The current strength employed ranged from
6 to 28 milliamperes, the average being 18 for ten minutes. Forty
applications were made in all, and these were spread over a period of
seven weeks. When the galvanization was discontinued it did not
appear to have effected any change in patient's condition ; shortly

afterwards, however, an improvement set in, in a couple of months she
had brightened up wonderfully, and two months later she was dis
charged recovered.

It is possible that the treatment may have had an influence
in producing this result, but one cannot feel at all certain of it.

If we sum up now the results of the foregoing cases we
shall find five (Nos. 4, 5, 6, 7, and 9) in which no benefit
whatever resulted from the use of the battery, though it is fair
to remark that three of these showed a great deal of intolerance
of the current, and hence this was not persevered in very
long. Two cases (Nos. 2 and 10) improved under the galvani
zation, whilst in one other (No. 11) the benefit derived seemed
more doubtful. In the remaining three cases (Nos. 1, 3, and
8) a cure resulted.

Three cures out of 11 cases can certainly not be considered
a very startling result, especially when one bears in mind the
fallacy that must always underlie an affirmative issue. If no
improvement ensues in a case we can, at least, be certain that
the treatment has done no good ; but if recovery takes place
we cannot be equally sure that such recovery is due to the
agency employed. This fallacy is, of course, all the more
difficult to guard against when a small number of cases is
under consideration. In truth, the series of cases above given
is not, I think, of much value statistically, and this, not simply
on account of the smallness of the numbers, but also because
the cases were not altogether unselectud. Several of the cases
were picked out, indeed, because they were either of some
severity or had lasted a considerable time, in order that the
eftcacy of the treatment might be submitted to a thorough
test. They possess, therefore, more of a qualitative than a
quantitative value. To give my own opinion in the matter, I
must say that I have been a little disappointed at not getting
better results ; at the same time, in some of the cases, the
treatment appeared to be of real value.

The class of cases in which galvanism was tried has been
indicated above ; cases of mental depression, stupor, and torpor
appeared to offer the best field for its use, and to these my
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observations have been mainly restricted. In cases of mental
excitement, even if the treatment were likely to be of benefit,
there are considerable practical difficulties in the way of its
application, and in the only case of mania in which I attempted
it, these were found to be insuperable. But in the case of
melancholia with excitement above described (No. 5), the treat
ment appeared to do harm rather than good. If I may judge
from the cases submitted to treatment, the more the case
departed from simple depression in the direction of stupor and
torpor, the more good did the treatment seem to do. Case No.
3 is, indeed, a notable example to the contrary, for here the
good effects seemed to be much more psychical than physical,
and this suggests that in appropriate cases treatment directed
in this way might be turned to good account. It would, how
ever, be necessary to take great care in the selection of cases,
as in some of the patients with melancholia the galvanism
appeared rather to aggravate the mental hyperassthesiaâ€”at
least at the time of application. When the treatment does
good psychically, as in the above-mentioned case, it probably
does so by supplying a sort of reflex mental stimulus to
exertion. But what we have to rely upon most is the
physical effect of the current, and though it is difficult at
present to say exactly how it acts, it probably produces a
powerful stimulating effect on the nervous centres, and at the
same time improves the nutrition of the parts, either by a direct
trophic influence or through the agency of the blood vessels.

But though we conclude that galvanism is capable of pro
ducing good effects in certain cases of mental disorder, we
must not overlook the reverse side of the question, namely,
whether it may not also at times be potent for harm. Certain
it is that it is an agency which requires careful employment.
I have seen faintness, retching, actual vomiting, and a peculiar
form of hysteroid convulsions result from too strong or too
prolonged currents, though never any permanent bad effects.
So that I think the applications should be conducted by the
medical man in charge, and not bo entrusted to an attendant,
except in case of necessity, and after previous education in the
subject.

Briefly now to sum up the conclusions which present them
selves from the foregoing considerations, I should sayâ€”(1)
That whilst the use of galvanism to the head is a proceeding
which is certainly not going to revolutionize the treatment of
insanity, this agent is nevertheless one that is capable of doing
much good in certain selected cases, and that by its judicious
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employment we may every now and then care cases which
would otherwise drift into hopeless chronicity. (2) The class of
cases which offers the best field for the employment of this
agent is that which includes examples of mental stupor and
torporâ€”cases which are grouped under the specific designations
of Melancholia attonita and so-called Acute dementia.

CLINICAL NOTES AND CASES.

Cases of Masturbation (Masturbatic Insanity}. By E. C.
SPITZKA,M.D., of New York.

(Continued from p. 254.}

The following case presents us with an interesting picture
of alcoholic delirium, engrafted on a masturbatic neurosis.
When the former was recovered from, certain features of in
sanity, due to masturbation, prevailed.
VII.â€”Strumous diathesis, repeated over-exposure to the sun, masturba

tion, masturbatic character-change, alcoholic excesses, alcoholic
delirium, katatonic insanity, complete recovery.

Frank , aged 23, no ancestral mental taint. Both parents are,
however, weakly persons, the mother particularly, who presents a
strumous appearance. His elder brother is a somewhat talkative, but
intelligent and sound man. As a child the patient was always healthy,
and in his adolescence nothing peculiar was noticed in him. There
was, at the time of my examination, and had been for some time
before, a swelling of the lymphatic glands on the right side of his
neck, which subsequently enlarged, and yielded to iodine applications
and surgical measures. His sister, at the age of three years, had the
same condition, which yielded to the former means. In his ninth
year the patient, while bathing in a hot sun, was taken with a fit of
so-called " malaria." This naine has been so often applied to any

obscure condition that I suppose it a safe assumption to consider it to
have been a partial insolation. In his eleventh year he had an attack
of sunstroke, since which he has never been able to go out in the sun
without bringing on a severe headache, and, if sufficiently prolonged,
a decided malaise.

Masturbation was begun in his fifteenth year, and it was carried to
extremes. During the last few years he has alternately indulged
in coitii to excess, masturbation, and occasionally intemperance.
Six years ago he was very much worried by business troubles. It
appears that his uncle objected to his being in the employ of the firm


